The British Tank Detachment at

Cambral

Lessons Learned and Lost Opportunities

by Major David P. Cavaleri

“And therefore | consider that we discipline andesprit de corpsn the de-
were not beaten by the genius of Mar-tachment. Fuller regarded this missior
shal Foch, but by ‘General Tank,” in as a three-part problem. First, he had t
other words, a new weapon of war...” instill a sense of discipline, which he

pursued via a series of lectures on th
¢ Subject. Second, he had to instruct thi
officers in new doctrine. And third, he
On September 15, 1916, the British had to reorganize the detachment so ¢
Expeditionary Force under the com- to maximize the use of its equipment.

n;anddof GEngral Sir Douglas Haig em- Fuller was an infantry officer with a
gr?tlignsfandjrilr? sutpr)]%ortBo;tggan;][y ?hpe_ reputation for being a highly efficient
9 staff officer. In February 1917, he pub-

Somme. In a previous articlARMOR, li . b
. lished a training manual entitled
November/December 1995), | dis- “Training Note 316,“ designed to

cussed the decision-making process be standardize all training practices in the

hind Haig’'s commitment of tanks at "
: : : . detachment.Fuller organized the man-
that time. This article analyzes the Brit- /' ~™0" 00" <0 SGions' detachment or-

ish development of mechanized doc- P : :
. : ganization, operations, tactics, coopera
trine leading up to the November 1917 tion with other arms, preparations for

Battle of Cambrai and the impact of : L
-~ offensives, supply, communication, re-
the lessons learned from that Operat'on'inforcements, and camouflaging. Call-

In the final analysis, the British selec- . p ; .
diate tactical problems, but failed to , y ; ;

N : emy’s defenses, and from behind whict
grasp the implications of mechanized th Id sallv forth and cl hi
operations for the future. ey coud sally forth and clean up his

trenches? he believed that tanks were
At the end of September, 1916, Lieu- capable of a more offense-oriented role
tenant Colonel Hugh Elles took com- than had been demonstrated during the
mand of the British Tank Detachment. Somme operation.
He was described by his primary staff In June, 1917, Fuller produced a docu-

officer, Major J.F.C. Fuller, as “boyish : e . .
and reckle!ss in'danger; perhaps aybette ent entitled “Projected Bases for the ple of more than strongpoint and wire

i i actical Employment of Tanks in obstacle reduction. “He soon became
gg{%e rpfgﬁ”frgmsiﬁaéegc',ztbeﬁio%”gf ﬁ“irs"’ 1918." In this study, he drew on the re- the leading advocate,” wrote B.H Lid-
advisors, and one who was universally Sults of ineffective tank employment dell Hart, “of the tanks’ wider potenti-
loved and trusted by his followers.” auring the battles of the Somme (Sep-alities — as a means to revive mobile

istori - .. tember 1916), Arras (April 1917), and warfare, instead of merely as a mod-
Historian Douglas Orgill looked be- ) y

yond Elles’ personality and wrote that Messines (June 1917) Fuller advancedernized ‘battering ram’ for breaking

po three points based on his analysis. Thento entrenched defenses
Elles represented a “bridge between theg ; A :
new military knowledge and the old first was that the tank’s effectiveness

i i 2 i » har. Was related directly to the terrain over | ater in 1917, Fuller proposed an op-
iglr?;?”ﬁ'e;ggﬁﬁip ngg;itt?ef "eﬁoﬁg\r,er, which it operated. The second was that,eration to British General Headquarters
Major Fuller was the one responsible I Properly employed, tanks were capa- designed to test the validity of his
for  developing doctrine and training ble of executing a penetration which jdeas. Fuller’s initial recommendation
programs. could allow for a breakthrough by fol- proposed a raid of no more than a few

o . low-on cavalry and infantry forces. The hours duration, designed to penetrate
At their first meeting in late 1916, third principle was that the success of enemy defenses, capture prisoners, and

Elles stated that “this show [the Tank any tank penetration required a surpriseshake up the defenders. In an August
Detachment] badly wants pulling to- artillery bombardment not to exceed 1917 paper entitled “Tank Raids,” he
gether; it is all so new that one hardly forty-eight hours in duratioh.Fuller ~ summarized the objectives of just such
knows which way to turn? Elles expanded on Ernest D. Swinton’s con- g |imited raid as “Advance, hit and re-
charged Fuller with creating a sense ofcepts in his belief that tanks were capa-tire; its objective being to destroy the

General der Infanterie A.D.H. von Zwehlje
Schlachten im Sommer, 1918, am der Westfron
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enemy'’s personnel and guns, to demor-penetrate the defense and assumed thdtearward” zones. Unwilling to dis-
alize and disorganize him, and not to such a break-in would automatically re- count completely the possibility of a
capture ground or hold terraif.” sult in a cavalry breakthrough. His plan breakthrough, Haig nevertheless re-
: meticulously prepared for the initial tained the option to terminate the op-
toupgggrl:]?ﬁéer%’ i?utghGaHg??hQaI?m:Ittgg break-in, but discounted the fact that ateration at the end of forty-eight hours
tactical gains were outwe'ighed by the that stage of the year, he lacked ade-unless clear progress was evidéridy
potential loss of surprise and vehicles quate reserves to follow through. Even October, 1917, Fuller had revised his
However, the Third Army Commander "if the operation was successful in ef- original “Tank Raids” proposal to in-
General Julius Byng, read the proposélfecnng a break-in of the “outpost” and corporate Byng's and Haig's guidance.
and recognized its pbtential He devel. Pattle” zones, he would not be able to These new plans featured the tank in a
oped a plan which incorpolrated Full. Penetrate into the “rearward” zone to spearhead-type role.
er's basic concepts but which had launch his cavalry. Bv mid-N ber 1917. the staff at
much larger objectives, especially re- Haig ultimatelv decided d GHy mr'] d ch_verln %r the ol e ?a ﬂ?
garding the capture of territory. aig ultimately decided on an ad- Q had finalize e plans for the
vance with limited objectives in the vi- Cambrai attack. The sector was con-
Byng wanted the focus of the opera- cinity of Cambrai, but not necessarily stricted by two canals, the Canal du
tion to be the communications center atfocused on the town itself. He revised Nord on the left and the Canal de I'Es-
Cambrai; once that town was capturedByng's plan to concentrate on the caut on the right, six miles apart. The
he could then release his cavalry to theBourlon Ridge which, if captured, initial attack area included a number of
northwest to raid behind German lines. would provide British forces with ex- small villages and two dominant ridge-
Byng's plan relied on the tanks to cellent observation of the “battle” and lines, the Flesquieres and Bourlon. The
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The Battle of Cambrai

Area of Operations

Hindenburg trench system in this sector pressive bombardment,

concentratingwood three or four feet in diameter and

was over five miles deep, complete on counter-battery and smoke-screenweighing over one ton. These were af-
with dugouts, machine gun posts, wire fire. Once the assault began in earnestfixed to the front of each vehicle with
obstacles, antitank ditches in excess ofthe artillery would shift to the creeping chains. The wood was carried to fill in
twelve feet wide, and supporting artil- barrage pattern similar to that designedantitank ditches, thereby allowing the
lery batteries! by General Rawlinson for the 1916 tank-infantry teams to negotiate three
: - : Somme operation. The tanks were as-ditches as they leapfrogged through the
The Hindenburg Line proper ran in a = oy ; 6
northwesterly dirgection Flzorpalmost six signed the mission of breaching the defense$t

miles from the Scheldt Canal at Ban- EL%”%T&SCI?Mr‘évglﬁd?r?g?ﬁfsnggg l%?dér:]g On November 20, 1917, at 0620
teux to Havrincourt. The line then intense pre F;trator b%mbardment hours, British artillery commenced a
turned north for four miles to Mouvres. prep y : suppressive barrage along the six-mile-
Roughly one mile behind this first line Byng anticipated a breakthrough wide front. Unlike previous preparatory
lay the Hindenburg Reserve Line, and which would allow the cavalry to pass barrages, this forty-five minute barrage
an additional three and a half miles be-through to the “rearward” zone in order was predominantly smoke and high ex-
hind that lay the Beaurevoir, Masnieres “to raid the enemy’s communications, plosive. The artillery concentrated on
and Marquian Line® disorganize his system of command, suppressing the defenders’ artillery and
' damage his railways, and interfere asmasking the tanks’ advance. After less
gggtrg?gltﬁéauiggg%%?r It_ki‘ﬁetagﬁggnmuch as possible with the arrival of his than one hour, the artillery began the
Phe tWo  canals assg the cavalr reinforcements® The final plan re- creeping barrage and the tanks moved
throuah the da ’the% continue forwaré/ flected the level of development which forward. The absence of a traditional
and e?ssist thge ?ﬁfant in seizing Bour- British  mechanized doctrine had preparatory bombardment probably
lon Wood and the gwn of Cgmbrai reached under Fuller; Haig was willing contributed to the defenders’ surprise
The tanks and infantry would continue © commit the tanks to a crucial role and to the tanks’ success in breaching
to expand the penéytration while the and expected them to accomplish morethe first defensive lines.

cavalry raided support units in the Emg otﬁztag? Igﬁgﬁgﬂogng‘t dtigfu St?(;]]e GHQ allocated 476 tanks to Byng's

“rearward” zone and beyond.Fuller role staved vfl)ith the caval whg re- Third Army for the Cambrai attack.

expressed concern over the suitabilitymained )(/ulnerable on a bar%/tlefield re. Out of this total, 378 were fighting

of the terrain beyond the “battle” zone lete with machine quns and artiller tanks; 44 were devoted to communica-
and over the lack of reserves availableP 9 Y- tions, command and control; and the
to exploit any breakthrough, but the Fuller divided the six-mile-wide of- remaining 54 were assigned resupply
plan stood as writtelt. The Cambrai fensive sector into a series of objec- duties. These last tanks each carried
plan was a mixture of traditional opera- tives, each of which was further subdi- two tons of supplies and hauled an ad-
tion and innovative thinking. The plan vided, based on the number of strong-ditional five tons on sledges over the
of attack dispensed with the traditional points, into “tank section attack areas.” breached obstacle networks. Fuller esti-
long duration artillery bombardment He assigned a three-tank section, alongmated that it would have required over
and instead, the 1,003 supporting artil- with an infantry section, to each attack 21,000 men to carry a similar resupply
lery guns were to conduct a brief sup- area. Each tank carried a bundle ofload, which represents a significant
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savings in fighting troops who were not BEF lacked the reserves needed to conthe use of tanks at Cambrai with mak-
diverted from actual combat dutis. tinue the attack because of the previousing it possible “to dispense with artil-
The tanks were accompanied and fol-diversion of five divisions to the Italian lery preparation, and so to conceal our
lowed by elements of six infantry divi- Front at Caporett®. One week after intentions from the enemy up to the ac-
sions. Waiting behind the safety of the the attack began, he wrote, “I have nottual moment of attack® and stated
British trenches were the five divisions got the necessary number of troops tothat the tanks’ penetration of the Hin-
of cavalry which Byng hoped to launch exploit our success. Two fresh divisions denburg Line had “a most inspiring
forward. would make all the difference and moral effect on the Armies | com-
- would enable us to break out?. This  mand... the great value of the tanks in
ngfeggfﬁ?ml\%:éﬁggsb?/f g:ﬁoitetagm’vter:glack of reserves, combined with the the offensive has been conclusively
creeping barrage the tanks tore hole cavalry’s inability to achieve a break- proved.?® Swinton, not surprisingly,
through the wire obstacles and filled insthrough on their own, convinced Haig claimed some credit for the success of
ditches with the wood. Less than two © end the attack after only limited November 20th. “It has an added inter-
hours after the attack Began the British 32ins- It is clear that no one, with per- est,” he wrote, “in that it was upon the
captured the Hindenburg Main Line haps the exception of Fuller himself, lines here laid down [reference made to
over the six-mile front between the two anticipated the extent or rapidity of his February 1916 ‘Notes on the Em-
woods. By 1130, the Hindenburg Sup- success. Swinton reacted to the initial ployment of Tanks.] that the epoch-
port Line. with the exception of the repo':ts“lc?n Ncl)vem%er ﬁo Wﬁ{’l ttr)ust clpm- ][naklr]rl{g WBattIe of Cambrai was
ridge at Flesquieres, was in British ment. Im pleased all ngnt, but im fought....
hands as well. By the end of the day, mﬂgﬂegﬂg'rilsggt ghaéu?igcgégsju:; ?ﬁ The combination of surprise, suitable
the BEF had penetrated to a depth ofBOChe is pand arey Lite unready to ex_eterrain, adequate numbers of tanks, co-
' q Y ordinated artillery bombardment, re-

just over four miles, capturing over loit it."22
5,000 prisoners, with a loss of just over P . sourceful preparation and, most impor-

4,000* The first day’s operation dem- The lack of available reserves re- tantly, comprehensive planning resulted
onstrated the effects of coordinated sulted in the loss of British momentum in a major penetration of enemy lines.
tank, infantry, and artillery tactics over at Cambrai. The Germans were able toThe lessons learned in the areas of
suitable terrain within the parameters fall back, regroup, and on November economy in men per weapon, in men
of a well thought-out tactical plan. 30 launch a counterattack to eliminate per yard of front, in casualties, artillery
the new British salient. The Germans preparation, cavalry personnel, ammu-
m?t:gz;tr;% Sblilcgg\slzrg{ ]Naﬁxfgb?rrhéols\?i’f_‘sbegan their attack at 0700 with an in- nition, and battlefield labor were im-
ish lost 179 tanks that day to a combi- [ENse one-hour-long artillery bombard- portant® While there was no denying
nation of enemy fire and mechanical ment, similar to the one used by the the significance of the event, the Brit-
breakdown. The tankiinfantry teams BEF on November 20th. Using proven ish failed to convert the early success
penetrated' to a depth of over four sturmabteilungtactics, they succeeded of November 20th, and Fuller set out to
miles, but not deep enough to qualify in reducing the salient on an eight-mile determine exactly why. Fuller and the
as a 'breakthrough info the “rearward” front in just over three hours. Several General Staff of the Third Army devel-
zone. The cavalry divisions in most minor successes followed, but they oped a list of lessons learned based on
sectors never even made it into the bat-Vere unable to execute a rapid or vio-the Cambrai operatiofi. Six of the
tle, and the few cavalry units commit- lent breakthrough due to inadequate re-most  significant lessons, several of
ted failed to accomplish anything sig- serves, British reinforcements, and gen-which remain applicable to present-day
nificant in terms of rear area exploita- eral troop exhaustion. The counterat- combined arms operations as well, ap-
tion. In addition, the operation experi- tack forced the BEF to withdraw par- pear below:

enced several instances of degraded Coyallyt.to ”stablhze tthe I|_nes£), resotljltmg tlr? 1. “Tank units and infantry units must
ordination between the tanks, infantry, Di2C EAY R0 ME 940 BASEE OF *1° maintain close liaison during offensive
and artillery. The 51st Infantry Division 0 "5 e o 4 canilized yTh & Ger.operations.” Haig used the incident at
fell so far behind the assaulting tanks " had. betw N ber 20 and €squieres Ridge as an example of this
that, when the tanks reached the Flesiaro 1% PEVPET (OVEMBET <4 8iesson: “This incident shows the impor-
quieres Ridge, the infantry could not S€cemper 7, lost 41,000 men an tance of infantry operating with tanks
and at times acting as skirmishers to

detect the breaches in the wire. guns. The British had lost 43,000 men,
clear away hostile guns....”

158 guns, and 213 of their available
A short while later, 16 tanks, without 2. “Keep large reserves of tanks to re-

tanks?®
the protection of their own infantty . g aieqic terms, the BEF had gainedPlace unexpected losses in any sector.”

teams, were destroyed by a battery of - - .
German field guns )\/Nhichywere OUII;yOf nothlng. But from a tactical and devel- 3. “The present model tank is me-

- i opmental viewpoint, the battle of Cam- chanically unable to deal with enem
range of the tanks’ weapotfsThis in- : it ) hically X hemy
cident illustrates clearly that Fuller's brai represents a transition in BEF op- parties in upper stories of houses.

. : : erations. Because of the complete tacti- ) .
thaafc?CSrngﬁdtﬁgt g;rllgn\}\?e?rté é’gggﬁehgf@' surprise and significant gains made gﬁinTa?rl:%nTUSt—n?ﬁi: Lgﬁg/f/asng?leisz_

, j in less than 12 hours, several contem-POr'iNg ry S all y
rapid penetration, they were by no to hide and reappear.” This was a con-

means capable of independent opera ac:}rg&t;srkn;af\rlgol;{[g\/iﬁTﬁee rh%s%%?éf? \’Ng?_atributing factor in the cavalry’s failure
tions.

fare. Lloyd George later said that the " November 20th.

Haig terminated the Cambrai attack battle “will go down to history as one 5. “Infantry must not expect too much
on November 22, just as he had prom-of the epoch-making events of the war, from tanks — they must assist the
ised if the offensive failed to result in a marking the beginning of a new era in tanks with protection — this requires
breakthrough. He recognized that the mechanized warfaré® Haig credited continuous combined arms training.”
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6. “Tanks used in small numbers are zone and demonstrated the potential t0 1 e; Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol-
only ‘frittered’ away. If it is desired to advance further. During the inter-war gier, p. 209.
continue the advance with tanks on theperiod, mechanized doctrine would _
second day, a completely new forma- vacillate between those who believed R‘Ijbeft B'akeg(ed-)ghe Prl\(/jate_ Papers 3f
tion of tanks should be earmarkéf.” tanks should remain auxiliary to the in- goggigvsvo';gg' 1%9512‘)1'1 129é'§°” on: Eyre an
Historian John Terraine alluded to this fantry and those who were willing to 21 ' e
when he stated “the tanks [at Cambrai] take the doctrine to a higher level. In-  “bid.
had shown their effectiveness for terestingly enough, it was the British  22ginest D. SwintonEyewitness: being per-
breaking into even a very elaborate andwho elected to revert back to the early sonal reminiscences of certain phases of the
strong trench position. Breaking philosophy, while the Germans, under Great War, including the genesis of the tank,
through was another mattét.” General Heinz Guderian, explored the (New York: Ao Press, 1972), p. 266.

- - tential for expanded mechanized op- 23, . -
In May, 1918, Fuller published an im- pote =5 SWilson, p. 492; see also David Eggenberger,
portantydoctrine Studli/ entitted “The erations. In retrospect, the decision by a Dictionary of Battle{New York: Thomas Y.
Tactics of the Attack as Affected by the both sides is logical. The British had crowell Company, p. 1967), p. 73.

Speed and Circuit of the Medium D \évgnrggﬁtév;r 'BISIni%r:[je\lgﬂsgalest?terﬁéen? Zpavid Lloyd George, War Memoirs of
Tank,” more commonly referred to as g ool yd et h (?I'tpt)l >N pavid Lloyd George,(Boston: Little, Brown
simply “Plan 1919% His analysis alr_1 tac |c;s, ar? er(_al_rc])reGa e 1N and company, 1933), p. 102.

called for the initial penetration of the ;:hlna '31” ohc gn%e.d | et_ ter:]rma? s,t'on 2Boraston, p. 157.

“outpost” and “battle” zones by tanks. e other hand, nad lost, heir tactics '

> i i 26y}
Once into the “rearward” zone, the had proven ineffective on the large 2pid., p. 173.

; le of the Western Front, and they .
tanks would seek out the enemy’s com->¢@ . : ' . ZIswinton, pp. 171-172.
mand and control systems and artillery had everything to gain by adopting

; : 28 ; . .
support, thereby assuming the role of "€V equipment and strategies. fireh Whitehouse Fank, (New vork: Dou

the cavalry® This plan represented a bl:: ay and Com_pany' ine- 1960). p. _93'
further innovation on tactics beyond Notes ““Fuller, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol-
those employed in September 1916 and | dier, pp. 218-219.

November 1917. Fuller advocated the fd_F-C- FulleremoifS_ (;f ;in Uncogventional 3%Blake, p. 269.

deSt.rUCt.'on of systems, rather than thefo o .(Ié%r.] on: 1. Nicholson -and Watson, #john TerraineWhite Heat: The New War-
elimination of enemy troop concentra- P fare 1914-1918(London: Sidgewick and Jack-
tions, and believed the end result “Douglas Orgill,The Tank: Studies in the De- son, 1982), p. 242.

would be the same: the crippling of the velopment and Use of a Weapoftondon:
enemy’s will and capacity to fight. His Heinemann Publishing Co., 1970), p. 31.
futuristic concept was based on the 3ryjer, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol-

32Fu||er, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol-
dier, pp. 332-335.

speed, maneuverability, and firepower dier, p. 87. 33Robert H. LarsonThe British Army and the
capabilities of the Medium D tank, and . Theory of Armored Warfare, 1918-1940Jew
hepassumed, mistakenly, that the mili- “Ibid., p. 96ff. York: University of Delaware Press, 1984), p.
tary establishment would agree with ®ibid., p. 97. 90; see also Orgill, p. 89; see also Fuldem-

: : oirs of an Unconventional Soldigu, 321.
him. In order to execute his plan, Fuller Sbid., pp. 129-130.

required a force of over 5,000 tanks, an | . . _ 3%0rgill, p. 89; see also FulleMemoirs of an
increase in Tank Corps personne' from ] B.H. Liddell Hart, The Memaoirs of Captain Unconventional So|dierAppendix I, pp. 334-
17,000 to 37,000, and a willingness on Liddell Hart, Vol. 1, (London: Cassell and 335,

. y Y Company, Ltd., 1965), p. 87.
the part of the military to replace the
horse-mounted cavalry with tan¥ks. 8Fuller, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol-

. dier, pp. 172-175; see also Trevor Wilsarhe
Despite the success of November 20,umyriad Faces of War(New York: B. Black-

1917, Fuller's “Plan 1919" was t00 well, 1986), p. 488. Major David P. Cavaleri holds
radical for the leadership to endorse, %Orgill, pp. 35-36: see also Wilson, p. 488. a B.A. from Eastern Nazarene

and it never progressed beyond the C :
. “ n 10, e ollege at Quincy, Massachu-
theoretical stage. What “Plan 1919” *Wilson, pp. 488-489; see also J.H. Boraston, setts (1982) and an M.A. in His-

represents is the continuing develop- Sir Douglas Haig's Despatches, Dec 1915-April o .
ment Of mechan|zed doctnne The lim- 1919, (NeW York: Charles Scribner's Sons, tOI’y from the Un'VerS|ty Of M|S'
ited success of November 20th demon-1927. pp. 152-153. souri at Columbia, Missouri
strated the capabilities of tanks; in July Ybid. (1993). He earned his commis-
1918 at the Battle of Hamel, and later, 1. i sion in 1983 through the Officer
in August, 1918, at the Battle of lBBoraSton’ pp'_ 153154 _ Candidate School at Fort Ben-
Amiens, 't.he British Tank Corps had “Fuller, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol- ning, Ga. He is a graduate of
opportunities to demonstrate the poten-dier, pp. 181-182. several Department of the Army
tial for tank operational success on an 14pjq. schools, and is now attending

increasingly greater offensive scale. BBoraston, p. 153. the U.S. Army Command and

The Battle of Cambrai provides a pic- 163 F.C. FullerTanks in the Great WafLon- General Staff College at Ft.

ture of the tanks’ development from in- don: John Murray, 1920), pp. 136-153; see also| Leavenworth, Kan. He just

fantry support weapons with limited of- \yjison, p. 489. completed serving as an Assis-
fensive potential to weapons employed

) ) 17 i i . | tant Professor of History at the
on the point of the offensive. They had Fuller, Memoirs of an Unconventional Sol Il
proven capable of clearing a path for 4¢" P- 198. U.S. Military Academy at West
the infantry into the main defensive 'Boraston, p. 157; see also Wilson, p. 490. Point, New York.
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